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Our home which defines 
us 1s elsewhere but not 


so far away we have 
forgotten it: 
this is just a place. 


—A. R. Ammons 
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For my sons... 


McNeill 
Pat 
Jack 


who see me through 
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MYTH: TO THE FOURTH GENERATION 


We face the past; it may be shadowy, 
but it is all there is. 
—NORTHROP FRYE 


No one lives in the house on that rocky 

hill since the last child died, but I sometimes 
go back with my sons and in dreams, real to 
me as myth. Old photos glimpsed in albums 
children open like Swiss music boxes 

for their tinkling tunes implode in sudden 
recognition. See that aquiline nose 

how that eyebrow flares, dark curly hair that 
comb and water won’t slick down; boys in brass- 
buttoned uniforms posed along the front 
stoop with laughing girls in long white dresses. 
We are theirs. They gaze at us like mirrors. 


The snapshot group breaks up, turns away from 
the box Kodak. They grow older, change, turn 
into trees, become fixed stars, sow dragon’s 
teeth, cast thunderbolts, make the weather of 
this place. For my boys the hollow house, like 
some serene museum, preserves the empty 

stage of an ended world. I can still hear 

the cannon, caught in the crossfire, see old 
battles won or lost, hear the silence hum. 

To defuse our day, we look for those yet 

to be born, their faces looking back like ours. 


NECESSARY MUSIC 


The metronome I practiced by 
tocked to a cold old tune: 

“Do without or make it do.” 
Saturday nights on a dusty floor 
over Tucker’s grocery store 

I stepped to bird-in the-cage 

and docie-do until music — 

from the radio went round 

and round with clarinets 


and saxophones, their sound 
for dancing cheek to cheek 
big apple, jitterbug, counter 
point to marching feet. 


We wish for what we never had and 
never can forget, listen through 
bluegrass, rock, and Bach 

string concertos spun on the stereo 
at one for some new necessary 
music now to change the world 

like a juke-box beat, to say 

what is, is always all (yes, liddle 
lamzedivy) and will not last for long. 


THE PLACE AT DRAKES BRANCH 


Shards of blue and white kitchen plates 
dropped over drainage holes in 

terra cotta pots remain, broken 

pieces of time. Now all plans changed, 

picking done, the place goes back to rocks and 
purple vetch, the bitter scent of fallen 

walnuts, rough green globes in a shabby yard 
turning brown in silence where tall uncles 
drove A-model Fords. Cousins’ voices 

threw words round the jagged woodpile and 
white-washed stables hauled down years 

ago this side the ruined apple orchard 

where in the garden we dug asparagus, salsify, 
pulled cymblings, and my skin prickled with 
sweat among the onion blossoms, chin-high, 
swayed with a whining weight of bees. 

Yet all over again in May I know wild 
buttercups will yellow that hill, thick 

beds of violets that Elsie loved, mint for 
Grandma’s tea, and lily of the valley spread 
where the gravel ends under the kitchen window. 


NARCISSUS 


Mirror in the hall tree, you held 

time still within your bevelled round; 
all those I loved left no track 

in your impenetrable space. 

They came to the hatrack, glanced away, 
put on their coats, hurried out the door 
for the long trip home, kissed 

those who stayed behind. 

Reflection is vain, but I look for 

them in you, there as much as 


anywhere, so I can come to myself again. 


LEWIS 


I think of the man I never knew 
who built this house two years 
before he died; now all his sons are 
dead, his wrinkled oldest 
grandchild’s children (blind 

to the mock orange rooted from 
arches woven for his wedding day 
still blooming, the walnut trees he 
planted for shade, buttercups 

that grow around the pumphouse 
step) bang the back porch screen 
door, carry off the Hoover cabinet, 
his brass spittoon, Grandma’s 

soup tureen, the brown-eyed doll 
with china head (deaf to hymns and 
Chopin waltzes his darling daughter 
learned to play on the Steiff 
piano). Behind the shutters 
sunbeams catch dust motes in rooms 
he planned to use, in musty 

air at the top of the stairs. 


GONE 


The long key turns the lock, 
floorboards squeak again, 
dust and mold gray on the mantel, 
gateleg table, Windsor chair. Gone 
tranquil afternoons with green reflections in a 
gold-framed mirror, magnolia blossoms 
heavy in a pottery pitcher, the rubber-tipped 
tap of Grandma’s 
cane on her way 
to the front porch 
rocking chair 
where in the shade of the walnut trees 
she took the evening air and watched the 
boxwood bush she reset at eighty 
grow its annual inch. 


FOR THE NEW OWNER OF AN OLD HOUSE 


Dear Weldon, 

Yesterday after that driving rain 

and high wind (a pine bough cracked 
two overlapping rows of asbestos 

shingles over my bedroom ceiling) 

my wavering flashlight beam discovered _ 
a pile of extra shingles stacked 


away thirty years ago, 

important now again, and then 

I remembered the slates you’ll some day need 
though I hope the hurricane missed you today. 
You'll find them, I believe, bundled and 

piled on the rock never dug out of 


the cellar floor where I’d shiver past the 
mud and the frog of the chilly pantry 
cave. I’d swing the big key 

up to the rusty lock, choose two or 
three blue old high-shouldered Ball 


jars of corn, butterbeans, tomatoes 
hug them back to the kitchen warmth. 
We have the careful dead to thank for 
thinking of what we would lack to 
shelter against the natural 

ruin, saving shingles and slate. 


MIDWINTER 


Winter light, winter dark 

trees without leaves 

emptying streets. 

Afternoon shadows of stiff limbs 
touch a January house. 

Long lines of cars with headlights on 
thread through the afternoon. 

In spring other hands 

will plant and plow 

check the box for mail 

put dinner on the table. 

Stop lights, brake lights glow 

red as the dark draws down and 
lacking alternatives 

all turn home. 
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HOME IN THE VALLEY 


Back on the main road through the mountains 
coming out on a cloud-wrapped open place 

beyond the narrow valley 

the rushing sound of water 

over piled-up boulders 
I have left the deep gorge where you 
stumbled and I ran to catch you, where 
you fell and I dragged you up, held you 

and we set out again 

hearing white water 

never still, but there | 
where I held your hand and watched the 
last light brimming in your eyes 

was my lost home. 
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SONS 


Climbing up this spineless thread 
hand over hand exhausts me. 
You hold its end somewhere out of 
sight behind low-hanging 

clouds that will not blow away. 


But you hold on, I hope not 

wearied yet; my tensed arms ache. 
You tug on dead weight; you call. 

This coil your hands support twists 
down the dark abyss of space and time. 
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SHAMAN 


When I think of you digging into 
your duffle bag like some off-season 
Santa for tiger balm and aloe lotion 

I hear above the so-far steady beat of 
my heart, my head buried in my 
pillow, your sweet descant that lifts 
this low-beamed ceiling (Here like 
Milton at Chalfont St. Giles I avoid 
the plague that rages all around). 

If I could remember your tune I would 
croon it in my chimney corner for 
all the babies yet to come, your song 
to soothe our common lot and tack to 
all four corners of the wind a silver 
web to glisten at dawn, catch the sun. 
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COMMONPLACE 


Had I set down somewhere 
what was what those days just 
before you came to us 

the pages would not hold 

the past you ask about: 
Hiroshima blackened 

Truman reelected 

wars over and to come. 


Instead, trivia: the dogwood tree 
turned red that week; we found 
at last the five-drawered 
nursery chest, painted the 
bookshelves blue. That 

fishing trip off Morehead 
prompted a letter from Mother 
worrying; with the last 
scuppernongs I made 

grape hull preserves. 


Trivium means a place 

where three roads meet. 

Weeks ahead of time you fell 
into that common ‘place 
through love’s sure logic 
grammar, and rhetoric 

with small fists curled 

against the world on minute and 
perfect fingernails. 
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APRIL 


You see through the dark 
because it is not dark for you. 
With you I can forget the hour. 


You walk me through this mine 
field of the spring, a disco dancer 
never even looking down. 


Underfoot, tough as pigweed 
shiny buttercups, the wild 
ranunculus, rise through the 


grass, and I can almost believe 
that what was planted years ago 
where the sod is growing back 


contained no tuber to swell to hideous 
flower, detonate and gouge 
a man-sized hole in the ground. 
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I THINK I STILL SEE YOU 


smile, bite your pipe stem 
as your chair tilts back. 
The sight of you still 

fills the house. 


They say 

stars’ slim light, too 

is over, comes from suns 
long dead. Only time’s 
wink keeps away my 
terror at the night. 
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LIVING IN A BAY 


Geologists say this house stands 
centered almost, in a 15-acre 
Carolina bay, ovoid indentation 
formed millenia ago, sandridged 
along the southern rim like 
thousands that occur hereabouts 
and, a huge one, in Siberia 


caused, they theorize, by ancient 

meteor storms, or perhaps they are 

the marks of dried-up pools that once 
entrapped primordial leviathans. 

Since all explanations leave much in doubt 
scientists ponder other possible causes for 
such distinctive shapes, inperceptible 
viewed at ground level, yet in aerial 
photographs clear as metastatic lesions. 


After all, how this obscurely notable 

place where I live, subject of scientific 

debate, received its natural shape may 

never be determined, but I know that of nine 
virgin pines and pooling love you 

built and shaped this house, our mortal home. 
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NEAR HOME 


The landscape of Hell is all familiar country 
dotted with prospects reminiscent of the view 
from the north window which never gets the sun 
and the hills swell only towards the west. 


But the animals are different. 

They pace the highways, overturn the trucks 
trumpet and bellow while insistent pulse 

of locusts drums day and night, the dirge 

of summer never stilled. 


The buildings stand as usual, mute, gray, but empty 
now. Where feet hollowed out the lips of marble treads 
dust motes in the light now descend the stairs. 


And when I face away and turn toward home 
the exit signs lead in circles, and I know 
should I ever arrive, late as I am 

you will already have gone. 
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DOWN 


The first yellow leaf fell in July 

while the regal lilies bloomed and 

it was too hot to sit outside on the 
terrace. There on the sawbuck table 
spiny green urchins, live sand dollars 
gathered at Kiawah whitened in the sun 
slowly bared the incised lines, the 

five sacred wounds of Christ. 


Oxygen tubes snaked into her 

nostrils, kept the tired muscle at its 
work. A light traced a graph across a 
screen. Her curved spine, a string of 
pebbles through the coarse split gown. 


Beyond the glass in the ICU bored nurses 
yawned through third shift tedium. 

In the dark another leaf spun down from 
treetop to September ground. 
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FLIGHT 


Past the security check 

find a seat near exit signs. 

Soft bell pulses. We bank to view 
diminished smokestacks, eight-lane 
traffic, intricate design 

of refineries, plowed fields 
splotches of woods through lens-like 
windows over lowered wing. 

On the right they frame limitless 
blue where hang islands of cloud. 
Far below, inside that small car 
that threads the clover leaves 

to catch the turnpike home 

the tale goes on. Caught in the 
current, one alone, known, seeks 
and gives meaning to the maze, 
Daedalus now lost to view. 


22 


JEWELS 


Blind to time and space, he takes 

the solitaire his grandma wore for 

a new finger while his wristwatch 
swings its second hand upon 17 

other hidden jewels, which goes 

to show that love and time mark 

truth in give and take by what endures. 


Ground with great precision 

winks of red and blue do not 
corrode; without their bearing 
surfaces the moving parts 

wear down, grown slack and careless 
between fork and pallet 

the turning balance wheel 

thrown off the true. 


To feel love’s most fragile 
motion requires (wound tight 
as the hairspring of maypop’s 
purple passion vine) escapement 
and control to share love’s 
tough immutability in the 
rocking wheel of time. 
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NEW WORLD 


True daughter my son brought 
me holds since before her birth 
in patient plenitude new worlds 
thick as stars that cast away in 


lunar cycles bleed and die 


(against the gone worlds 
along the interstate red 
gum and maple flame 
making visible some 

dumb ache of alteration 

in earth’s turn away to dark) 


Season’s sloughing off 
falling back, a red reprise 
is not the same as 

death, for death does not 
change the world: 

it brings it to an end. 


One, searched out, rounds 
her body, turns it 

inside out. We weld our 
selves to this new world 
fallen into place. 
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CHRISTENING DAY 


You began, Anne 

as pure substance 
unconsumed; armful 

in heirloom christening 
dress, like radium 

you show us the shape of 
past and future. 


Crying, your helpless 
power transforms 

itself, no turning 

back, into energy, into 
act, a smile’s quick light 
eats you away. 


Materiality 
directed, you reveal 


lovers’ bones 
more and ever 
more form. 
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TRYING TO REMEMBER 


Last night’s dustcloth dream 

picked up only the ash of the dull 

day from the surface of the stream 

that runs (where. now? how now are you?) 
through a brown woods floor where 

each pale fallen dogwood petal bears 

its crimped red-brown scar and 

inept spring can never bring 

you back again. 
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SAVING TIME 


How can I live without you? 
Come up to me, love 

Out of the river or I will 
Come down to you. 


—JAMES WRIGHT 


I always try shortcuts— 
don’t make the beds, saves five minutes 
don’t make biscuits, cuts off ten. 


Houses hang and stare across 

folds of mountains green on green 

blue on deeper blue. 

Trillium, Solomon’s seal, wild fern 
bluets edged the path to school. 

In the dark after supper 

I chased lightning bugs 

under the mulberry trees and 

Uncle Bruce wound up the new Victrola 
for me to dance to on the landing of the 
stairs just before the world wound down. 


No matter now how it unwinds 
space fills up with strangers. 

The climate has changed. Prevailing 
winds no longer blow from the 
south. It is easy to lose 

your bearings without the sun. 

At night the dogs sound like 
wolves, and I dream of ice-fanged 
bears. The glacier will reach us 
soon. No one can believe in 

spring, and summer will never return. 


I run down the cliff to 

you, down to the shores of light, as 
far as I dare in the bright blue 

air until the path leads to a green 
precipice where I cling, head-down a 
moss-slick bank, tempted by that 
shortcut to you, struggle to 

turn back, barely in time. 
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IF I AM WHAT I DO 


Hole in the ground and the frantic 
stray dog that scratches 

dirt clogs, dust clouds into 

that hole (at night whining, shivering . 
on wolfish haunches baying the moon) 
turns again round and round on herself 
in dry weedstalks to make a place 

to lie down under the white 

light of a summer sky without a 


single cloud where I could find your face. 
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TREE IN THE HOUSE 


If in truth this be Odysseus, and he hath indeed come home, 
verily we shall be ware of each other... for we have tokens 
that we twain know, even we, secret from all others. 


—MThe Hliad, Bk XXXII 


Where were you when the tree 
fell down bringing the cruel light? 
It grew, as you knew, in our inner 


room like the bedpost, rough-hewed by 
wise Odysseus, token, when he returned 
to Ithaca on the threshold of old age. 


Now you will never come again to 
this address, for “the gods have begrudged 


us that we should abide together.” No 


doubt Athena has “shed great beauty” on 
you there and “from your head caused 
deep curling locks to flow like the hyacinth 


flower,” but she has not held back Night 
nor stayed the Dawn. Without the oak tree 
shade on the breezeway, I endure 


the skylight glare, camouflage 
the weeping stump, redesign the room 
turn the window unit up to cold. 
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CRY 


In the midst of the minutes of the 
last meeting conducted by 

Robert’s Rules I read that the 
motion died for lack of a second and 
not because of the nearly audible 
sound of someone weeping. 


Counting trumps is tough enough 
but no trumps, well, keeping 
track of all four suits is 

just beyond me now with this 
sound, almost out of my 

hearing, of someone weeping. 


I drive home late, watch the moon 
rise through an: opal sky, a pared 
fingernail of light. I tune in an 
FM station to break the quiet 
sound of someone weeping. 


From the stiff menu I choose 

eye of the round, broccoli with hollandaise 
a frozen mousse, say bring on a carafe of 
wine, for I must strangle 

down the constant 

sound of someone weeping. 
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ORBITS 
for EJL and Shelby 


From the day I was born I was borne 
through colored light, first of autumn 
afternoons, a planet taking its path 
round the earth of her love — no, closer 
from spinning patterns made by perfect 
atoms of the blood. Curled like a possum 
playing dead from winter through October 
once, I swung unseen beneath her heart. 


Now she becomes again 

earth of red Virginia hills 

while I roam a silent, inner 
landscape as an arid moon climbs the 
evening air. Down empty interstates I 
ride, watch rivers and hillsides turn. 

I stay on course as you watch for 
exit signs, the trooper’s flashing 
light in an alien land. You note the moon 
and the planets, mark the change of 
seasons for me. 
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DIRTY WORK 


Time’s a fraud (read common whore) 

and the key that winds the clock’s a screw. 
The shadow on the sun dial’s face 

falls from a phallic cue. It points to 

that last obscenity repeated, 

raunchy expletive deleted 


that lecher, death. 
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CAN’T GET MY POOR SELF TOGETHER 


If somebody would say the right word 
the one that’s been on the tip of my tongue 
or maybe just crack a joke 

that would surprise me into laughter 
perhaps to realize after all 

we're all in this thing together... 

or since talk, large or small, never did 
come easily to you, why not strum 

a handful of chords for “Stormy Weather’’? 
The blues have the words, the broken beat, 
the minor keys resolved to swing open 
this obstinate door and bring 

like a sneeze, like a sudden grace, release. 
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LOST IN THE MEMORY BANK 


Under the stare of blue-white 

tubes they peel me like an onion: 

first, the curved, brown, crackling 

skin, down to smooth, transparent flesh. 


Naked, an alien, I’ve lost 

passport, ID number, master charge 
driver’s license, library card 

birth certificate, marriage license 
notarized signatures on the deed 
letters testamentary, signed receipts 
deposit slips, cancelled checks. 


How can I exist? 
No mother, no father, no brother 
no husband, no friend of the court. 


Their eyes burn dry in the 

rank scent of my intransigence. 
Knees to my chest I rock my own 
cradle. The tears are mine. 
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FALL’S EUPHEMISM 


Cotton hangs like snow on 
brown stalks, a lonesome 
cricket chirs in the seeded 


grass, muscadine vines festoon 
the edge of the piney woods. 
Acorns on the walks are ground 


to dust, unraked yards and gutters 
fill up with leaves. From the front 
window I watch this last unleaving 


see your face there behind the glass 
looking as you did ten years ago, and 
say to the sweetgum tree, I see what 


you're saying, but red leaves slipping 
off into the wind never did prepare me 
for bare branches in every season. 
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NOT AT HOME 


I beg your pardon, I am not here. 

I shouldn’t try to deceive you. 

You cannot, can you, really believe in 
this sleepwalker playing at being alive? 
Who was it, you or I, who 

took that closed-eye pose 

Shoeless, stiffly smiling, rouged 

dressed in Sunday clothes? 


I have gone as fast as far 
away as I can afford howling 
noiselessly through an empty 
corridor, on escalators moving 
endlessly down while you fill up 
the doorways of the house 
with the motion of your being 
bring in the pale arbutus flower 
in the midst of winter. Your 
soundless laughter hangs in the 
silent air as you throw vanished 
babes high over your head 
against a lowering sky. 
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AMNESIA 


I forgot my cradle and every 
baby tooth I shed, as I forget 
dragons, earthquakes, lovers 


from that REM dreaming state 
psychologists say is necessary 
for the mammal brain. 


Because I’m afraid 
this absorbing chaos where 
I live dreams and forgets me 


sucked down the handiest 
hole in space, I wear 
this smile, extend my hand 


and say, or pray 
hey, you remember me 
remember me? 
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THINKING OF PASCAL 


I awake again thinking of 

Pascal who was also 
terrified of once-unthought-of 
silences of space, always there 
of course, but unnoticed 
until a new world dawned. 


The incessant hum of this electric typewriter 
waiting for the words to appear makes 
frustration of function, nothing to say, audible. 

At night I hear 

wind in the pines that 

sounds like the surf 

crashing far away. 

The chimney picks up 

brings the sounds of diesel 

trucks toiling up the by-pass 

grade over highway 74 

down into silent rooms. 


Mechanized static, the hum of unmeaning at 
my fingers I can control with the off-switch. 
It’s not as scary if you can learn to choose 

silence when you cannot 

keep up a clatter of 

words and letters 

tapped out now to sound 

across a later silent space. 
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THE REST OF HER LIFE 


This dull November day 
is perfectly aligned 
with an inner weather 
pine needles brown the centipede grass 
sycamore trunks peeled down to 
white patches 
a naked jasmine bush 
awaits a wind to strip 
the last of its leaves away 
prepares along its stiff denuded 
branches for solitary palely 
fragrant blooms. 
Mary, who had a stroke, 
can wheel her chair along the rest home 
corridors and wait for help to come 
when she puts on her clothes or 
takes a bath or visits the 
physical therapist who teaches her how to 
get along with what is left. 
Nature accommodates itself 
to whatever happens 
art tries another 
point of view. 
A momentary sun breaks through a gap in the 
buttermilk sky, the red berries 
cluster along the thorny pyracantha 
twigs (pyracantha is Greek for 
fire and thorn) and among the drifted 
willow leaves a tiny pair of warblers dart 
in a hurry, their time 
so much shorter than ours 
and so much flying and 
building and warbling to do 
what old age means we know 
how it takes us in the nature of things 
and how we must learn to take it. 
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UNDER PINE STRAW 
for A. fh. A. 


The daylight gives me 

color contrasts, a fall 

variety, but says 

nothing to me: 

squirrels twiching their tails 

sitting up prim 

as Queen Victoria 

red leaves turning brown 

worn-out marigolds 

faded chrysanthemums 

provide 

minor chords in this fugue 
(counterpointed theme, polyphonic 
voices) of leaf banners unwinding 

to a slow tempo of repetitious dying 

and require no response, not even notice: 
Indian summer morning singing high 
almost into the blue at eight 

under the plenitude of pinestraw that thatches 
asbestos shingles; a lone typist 

finding a way into separateness 
emptiness pouring meaning, what 

I find in a litter of leaves, a wren’s song: 
gifts in the taking away 

I would not have thought to need. 
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ARCTIC CIRCLE 


I can learn to live with cold 

for a while: cover up, wear a down 

vest, woolen socks, lip balm 

turn to the animals for fur-lined 

coats, remember how I pitched over the 
bank on my red sled into the freezing branch 
then home to a rosy fire. 


Until I fall I will slog across 

this frozen landscape with no horizon. 

Only when I found this polar climate 

never changes, there is no warm room at the 
end, I started running in circles. 
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ENTER, ALONE 


Inchworm on a spear of grass 

stretches its green thread finger 

foot, casts out into the void 

takes the measure of its world. 

From one securely planted 

ballet shoe, waves, never leaps, keeps no 
count, in blind singlefoot dance 

makes a singular progress. 
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DEFENSE 


With you gone 
I am always afraid 
not that I can say what I fear. 


The air I breathe without you 
merely arid and hostile — 
bears no sweetly: lethal dose. 


I turn away 
curl into myself 
shut out the new daylight 


mimic what I saw happen to you 
no one threatens 
no one sees. 


When I give up the posture ° 
if anyone notes the change 
let him laugh at my possum game: 


Playing alive 
is some trick, too. 
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LINES ON THE BEACH 


Uncomprehending as one 
thing leads to another: 
how far each wave will reach as 
the tide goes out 
no one can say: 
our blessed blindness 
but a wavering line shows, sketched 
again and again where the 
water came and came and came 
no farther “pointing to the gates of 
the sun and to the land of dreams” 
as the tide turns back the other way. 
Understanding or misunderstanding 
(prints of running shoes, bare feet 
treads of the beach patrol, broken 


sand dollars, coquinas, burrowing V’s) 
We live and work along that line 


time turns against eternity 
one sand grain high. 
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WALK THROUGH 


For every one shall be salted with fire, and 
every sacrifice shall be salted with salt. 


—Mark 9:49 


The woods are salted with fire. They burn. 
In russet, purple, yellow flakes their ashes 

sift down to unknown springs. For what loss of 
faith are they the sacrifice? I walk through 


blazing fall, see how it came to fall. 
Crackling underfoot, leaves are trodden to 
dust in the path. They have turned; I turn 
them over into dust; they do not rest. 


With scratch of terror’s rake I scrape up 
the past to serve a gardener’s hope and 
see a gardener’s end. At a bare table on the 


terrace as the dark begins deciduous 
voices rustle into silence. I strain as the 
wind rises to catch distant words, whispered 
rites in sea-sough of long-leaf pine. 
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BEACH RETREAT 


A wet strand mirrors what passes. Under 
floating cumulous clouds, straw hat 
shadows, tears spill down, swell a salt 
tide where it hisses, gnaws earth’s 
mordant edges, turns world maps on 
schoolroom walls two-thirds blue. 


Oceans fill from pain’s spring, from 
clouds of unknowing witness.- Let a hat’s 
wide brim shield those who walk hand in 
hand, splattering spray, past children 
bent at work in the sand. 


No need to point out breakers. Too 
soon from those brimming seas 

roars the briny tidal wave 

fells castles, lovers, all. 
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ANOTHER TIME 


Every place I go reminds me of somewhere 

else, and I am never at home: these guest-house 
rooms, dark, panelled, tongue-and-grooved, but 
light with windows opening on the lawn so like an 
English country house, my favorite fictional 
escape from chilly childhood. Yet the light 
shaken out from boughs of longleaf pine has 
changed and certainly the seasons. The mountain 
bush, hearts-a-bustin’-with-love, that turned and 
shed its leaves with frost stands green in late 
November here, but the same scarlet, four-lobed 
fruit, the pendant aril crimson, hangs among the 
branches. Unless I draw the curtains after dark 
that familiar stranger stares back at me from 
twelve panes of glass, dead-end reflections 

that were clearest windows for the light. 
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RUNNER 


Beside ford Jabbok Jacob wrestled 
dark to dawn, would not let go 
begged a blessing. Upon the hollow 
of his thigh felt a blow, heard a 
voice call him Israel. At Peniel 
he learned himself and saw his 
fellow wrestler face to face yet 

lived to limp away. 


Only His back I see. Down long 
November roads I stretch to pull 
abreast or catch a backward glance 
then lose sight of Him among the crowds 
in the fading light. I cannot guess 
what’s my true name or what to call 
this strange place that blurs as I 
run, past grappling, past dreaming a 
ladder stretched from heaven down to 
earth. I splash across the 

nameless ford, pull up lame. 
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FORECAST: CLEAR AND COLD 


I can always walk away 

in the middle of winter. 
Let them think I didn’t know 
where I was going. 

They may suppose I was out 
to get wood to burn. 


But I must decide to leave 
when I am still strong. 

When bedsores come it'll be too 
late; then some sharp-nosed 
nurse will watch impatiently. 
And it must be cold, coldest 
night that comes down here. 


Maybe stars will be shining 

over the trees stretched 

out and up naked as bone 

or white moonshine strike long-leaf 
pinecones, shrunk, frozen, 

strewn on ground sharp with hoar frost. 


Last fall, oaks, pines, gums laid down 
soft pallets; the wind 

soughs in the pines like the surf. 

Old and cold enough, 

falling asleep will be good. 


. - » the body of a 73-year-old woman was found late 
Wednesday morning by a search party ... in woods 
about 2000 yards from her home. 


—THE LAURINBURG EXCHANGE 
Feb. 24, 1978 
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PARING DOWN 


When in despair with diets and with fasts 

I still cannot resist a marbled steak » 

But trouble all my friends with eyes downcast 
And look upon my paunch and curse my weight 
Wishing me more lean — and with more money— 
Shaped like her who’s sized an 8 petite 

Desiring this girl’s waistline, that one’s tummy 
With these fat thighs contented least. 

Yet in these thoughts my appetite despising 

Haply I think on thee; my spirits soar 

As much as arrow on the scale arising 

When you weigh in at two hundred four 

For thy great weight observed such comfort brings 
That then I carefree feast at Burgerkings. 
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WAITING 


Phrases in the middle of a book 
picked off the shelf at random 
show me that others have faced 
down my old familiars, pain & loss. 


And surer than words, through the library 
window nature’s shapes and silences 
waiting for eternity to break in (as the 
sun rises) change sleep to garden work in 
June, wind thin arpeggios into tunes and 
make of steps in time, a dance. 
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O! 


My empty round of breath was known 
and shown beside the Thames 

within the Globe’s round O. | 
To invoke the gods the vowel rang in 
Homer’s song, its circle drawn by 
Zen calligraphers. 

Socrates in Athens 

Jesus weeping in Gethsemane 
swallowed that round cup . 

felt its icy hold. 

Below my ribs a round stone groans. 
O, turn this zero into Sarah’s womb! 


56 


TIME’S TURN 
May 16, 1981 


for Josh 


Knees and elbows, hair blown back 
you swing around the Pennington track 
heels waist high, your Nikes pound 
left to right, left to right 

and never the other way ‘round. — 


Every vine that climbs and clings 
spirals round rough bark in rings 


like threads on bolts, ground 
left to right, left to right 
and never the other way ‘round. 


See the bathtub waterspout 

pull the stopper and, running out, 
water circles, as you’ve found 
left to right, left to right, 

and never the other way ’round. 


If you face north, as maps require, 
earth dances round its flattened gyre 
pulled round its path, unwound 

left to right, left to right 

and never the other way ’round. 


So why should the second hand, that sprinter 
round the timer’s watch, summer or winter 
make that terrible ticking sound, 

go right to left, right to left 

ever the wrong way ‘round? 
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_ICHOR 


Lighted ceiling squares 

glow in libraries 

shine in shopping malls on 
vacuumed turf and tile. 

Ears eat words, mouths suck up 
stores under clocks. The air 
smells of yesterday and never. 


Beyond prices, marks on printed 
tags, lap the tongues of the sea 
etched on the blue salt rim, no 
count kept under the moon. 

But olive shells littered with 
news of the past tumble in that 
ichor’s rhythmic ebb and flow. 


58 


CANA 


When the wine ran out 
the water was changed. 


Whose laugh will fill 
up useless rooms? 


Tip back these chairs 
against the wall? 


Throw open the doors 
on rusty hinges? 


At Cana with songs 
the water changed. 
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WAIT 


Those who left, forgiving 
still remain, for self-accusing 
we see how they were 
telling us who we are. 


Now like a pocked moon 
rocked in the afternoon 

sky, spaceships gone, leaving 
a flag planted, scars and tracks 


nothing more, I must go on 

reflecting when I can the constant 

sun and wait to know what unimagined 
eyes in my waning light will find. 


60 


LOWING 


All beasts are driven to pasture. 
—HERAKLEITOS 


I wait when I should 
undertake journeys, yes 
avoid new songs for 
“new music 

destroys a society” 


cow-like, snuffle at the scent of water 
lie down on the cold paving stones 
chew on the cud of memory 

whose places I can renew only 

as I people those spaces 

now strange 

inviting invention 


otherwise who will know of them 
in this hollow future of 
their presence? 


A switch in the cowherd’s fist 
must serve me for courage 
so I can tell morning from evening. 
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GYMNAST 
for Sallie 


Instant replay stops, blurs like tears 
the complex motion, freedom won 
from form; now live again, sure-footed 
on the balance beam, she flies, tough 
and poised in air; spins the perfect 
sapphic line, glistens eyes by joy | 
surprised. Praise freeze-frame print 
that hoids that rising cadence 

always live again. 
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REACH 


for Ron 


On that day you wrote, the last in April 

beneath bright leaves I’d traced the stubborn names 
of phantoms given shape by pain 

within the prison house, their discordant 

voices flung between earth and the galaxies. 


Beyond the terrace roses in profusion 

bloomed. A Pawleys Island hammock hung 

in wait though naked cut-back hollies had not 
yet put out new growth to form a hedge. 


Today among the junk that gags the box 

lay the promised lines from Malraux* 

who knew no more than you how they would work 
to salve this old stock sore from the saw. 

* “The greatest mystery is not that we have been flung 
at random between the profusion of the earth and the 
galaxy of the stars, but that in this prison we can fashion 


amages of ourselves sufficiently powerful to deny our 
nothingness.” 
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NEW 


Snow pours down 

fine fleece for a cold field. 
A frozen pond, fence poles 
powdered, masked, reveal 
new faces for old 

earth under pale sky. 


Etched houses, barns 
hold on to stay, but 
leaves and soil, water 
clouds, and men will turn 
vanish to new visions 
for eyes that burn. 
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NEW BOOK 


Deep in my book 

as it began to snow 

I barely took the time 

before the early January dark 
to view the lacy pattern 

made of backyard tree and still 


strange scene of stone wall, still 
verticals of trees, a book 

held up for me to read, pattern 
woven by the poet snow 

to show bare boughs in dropping dark 
as perfectly positioned forms in time 


grown quickly short, just time 

before the night to read what nature wrote, still 
entablature that reveals before the sleety dark 
intricate, unremarked design like a book 

(or death) the shape of ordinary life, snow 
bringing out the pattern: 


a dogwood’s slender pattern 

white coolie hat for the bird feeder (time 

to fill it up later in case the snow 

doesn’t melt away to leave the backyard still 
untransformed, once again no place except my book 
to find a world changed before the dark 


comes down) rare white that like dark 

print gives ordinary spaces pattern 

we seldom see in the South, our book 

of nature nearly evergreen, the time 

when snow builds up in silence still 

a marvel: grace grown visible as wings, snow 


miraculous in every flake, snow 

blowing here brief as bliss. I glimpse ‘til dark 
hides its transformations still 

building on hollies and quince a pattern 

for tomorrow’s housebound time 

when I will window read that book 


or plow into its pages written by the snow 
that changes space and time before the dark 
blocks out the forming pattern, and the air grows still. 
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FOR A POET AT THREE 


Ben, I liked your poem 
with rabbits and dogs 
that drive cars and 
sometimes turn out 

to be you. 


How do you know how to say 
what I’ve spent all 


these years wondering: 
am I the rabbit or the dog 
and where is this car going? 
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OCEAN FRONT 


High-rise condos 
stare, eyelashed 
with balconies, 
across that once 
western sea_ that 
Walter Raleigh’s 
men sailed over, 
its blue-muscled 
hugeness hefting 
rollers, turning 
into lace-edged 
cuffs, hiss & suck 
(reach out, with 
draw) very near- 
ly all hushed up 
ten floors above. 
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From new stories 
imagined to rise 
above our fear & 
longing for “the 
unplumbed, | salt, 
estranging sea.” 
to look down on 
gulls, shadows of 
gulls on a shell 
roughened shore, 
these tiers wink 
at a green sea’s 
rolling question 
pounding unheard 
until windows & 
doors slide open. 


KEEPING MYSELF AWAKE 


Past midnight I resist the 
dream world rest 
lest taken out of sense 


I turn a wraith in Homer’s 
Hades far from home, fear the 
quick, nightly death 


and stay awake though all 
psychologists agree 
the muse abandons 


those who dread that shady 
place where she feeds 
upon real dreams. 
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ADVENT 


Memories of that last Christmas lie 


like blossoms cast from stamen centers 
thick upon the ground. 


Candles rise again from 

rose-red petals on every 

bough of my camellia tree, light 
the early dark 

welcome Emmanuel. 

In drear December glows 

the promised rose of Paradise. 


69 


NORTH OF THE STRAND 


Round blue hill rises up 

smells of salt 

edged with white spills, tumbles | 
beyond the beckoning 

strand to meet me, demands 
acrobatics, handstands 

jubilant cartwheels. 


Down sand dunes, flagged by sea 
oats, lurch burdened joints. 
Close to the bone some 

compass needle turns 

faces home. 
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LATE GOING HOME 


Earth stripped to treelined 
brush of wiry hair 

flat against the red-flushed 
cheek of the west 
undertakes 

the purple dark that 
comes down, insistent 
cold as a lover, showing 
stars. 
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STILL 


Wind shakes the water; it catches the light. 
Plume grass on the weed-grown bank 

stirs as restless as the moving current. 
Beyond the Celtic cross clouds stream by. 
Sycamore leaves slip into the wind. 

Pines sway, slough off limbs, lift 

spreading crowns to the sun. 


At the water’s edge green scum 

stills the dance beneath an overhanging 
bough. Pine needles and a sweetgum leaf 
float, caught in the drowned water weeds 
where algae work beneath the waterbug’s 
quick V. From that still muck in spring 
the waterlily blooms. 
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FROM THE BOTTOM OF THE GORGE 


I watch white water pour down 

the face of ancient rock. Red maple burns 
above the dark rhododendron thickets 
that line the footpath down the gorge 
where gentians grow beside the roar 

and rush of ceaseless applause. 


The scarf of water falls, bright leaves 
fall as the hickory trees fell down. Their 
light now lost, they lie crisscrossed 
upon the mountain schist and gneiss. 


Downstream the water of Glenburnie Falls 
feeds John River, flows into Catawba’s 

slow brown flood from lichen-studded logs 
rotted into wet leaf mold, buck-eye leaf boats 
stranded, white roar stilled at last. 
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RAINBOW 


Disappearing’s easy. It’s 
learning to unbend and wear 
only hueless stripes of air. | 


Already half the circle 

lies beneath horizon’s edge 
and no two watchers ever 
see the same refracted rays. 


Yet, some evenings if they face 
east, sunlight lifts for them my 
spectral arch (from such thin rain 
bent round) where gods in splendor 
crossed to earth, spoke promise 
when the ark touched ground. 
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GUEST 


While we looked the other way 
it came through the window wall. 
(Were sliding doors left open?) 

_ stood incongruous on the 
patterned rug with luminous 

eyes quiet, green breath circling 
the astonished room 


like nothing anyone wanted 

or expected. Who could have 
thought to find among strangers 
in the glass, faded pictures, 
pocket calculators so 

gentle a beast tilting there 
between its silky ears that 

tall, curious horn? . 
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AXIOM 


You've been dead nearly 
twenty-five years, yet I 
go over all the clues— 
so few are left—and try 


to understand who you 
were, snapped wearing 
a pork pie hat, smoking 
a Piedmont, courting 


my mother who had another 
beau (he gave her the sterling 
box where she kept his photo 
I found when she died still waiting 


with confident eyes, for she always 
knew she picked the wrong man 
and in that thought she’d will 

you and me away and 


my children whom she loved 
and theirs thus obliterate) 
but I want to find you 

even this long late 


wherever or however you 
spend your undying 
state, I’m there too 
given to you saying 


let me unnail you now for 

your letters I found in the cedar 
chest speak: your thin 

child, now greedy reader 


of her unknown past and 
future looks for 

your imprint upon her face 
upon her mind, and in your 


dogeared dictionary 
written in red ink find 
“As a man soweth, so 
shall he reap” underlined. 
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Thanks to Pembroke Magazine, St. 
Andrews Review, Cairn, Cape Rock, 
The Pilot, and Green River Press for 
permission to reproduce poems that 
first appeared in their pages. 
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“The firm, solid steadiness of voice in Grace’s poems 
is a reconciliation of the sharp motions of desire and loss, 
of having and letting go, of imaginative need and earned 
consolation. The voice seems to say that it will bear 
what comes. These impressions of “dwelling through” are 
what we dream that wisdom and experience can give us. 


Grace Gibson’s poems realize the dream.” 
—A. R. AMMONS 


